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Chapter 4
Ritual failure and the temple collapse 
of prehistoric Malta
Caroline Malone23 and Simon Stoddart24
Abstract
The temple culture of Neolithic Malta is marked by impressive megalithic stone 
architecture, figurative art and collective burial hypogea. Sustained over nearly 
one and a half millennia, the distinctive culture apparently failed around 2400 BC 
without apparent cause. The paper questions whether ritual provided mechanisms 
that maintained cultural continuity in challenging island conditions, and how 
those mechanisms might have failed. The paper reviews theoretical approaches and 
suggests additional models for explaining culture change through ritual failure.
Keywords: Malta, islands, prehistoric temples, ritual.
Introduction
Three key elements characterise the case of prehistoric Malta: the centrality of 
ritual, the highly elaborate materialisation of that ritual for a prehistoric society 
that by definition lacked texts, and the potential fragility of the island environment 
in which this ritual developed. 
The key question is how these three elements interacted in the failure of 
prehistoric Malta. By contrast to this case, most studies of collapse by archaeologists 
have concentrated on larger scale political collapse of explicitly hierarchical 
societies, in contexts where the setting was greater and where fragility was more 
easily buffered. In the Maltese case, political agency is embedded in ritual action 
and thus must receive our first focus. A detailed understanding of Maltese ritual 
gives situation to its eventual collapse.
23 School of Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, Queen’s University Belfast. 
c.malone@qub.ac.uk.
24 Division of Archaeology, Department of Archaeology and Anthropology, University of Cambridge 
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Ritual activity in prehistoric society forms a line of inquiry that archaeologists 
and art historians find compelling and graphic. Monuments and their artistic 
embellishments ignite our interest and engage our imaginations by providing 
a window of sorts into an otherwise lost world of human activities, beliefs and 
creativity. Because ritual involves repeated actions and symbolism, the physical 
spaces and material objects involved with the related ceremonial activities are often 
structured and predictable. Repetition (or redundancy) is one key to archaeological 
recognition of an ancient ritual place, rich in predictable symbols, structural forms, 
locations, behaviour and content which might imply a cycle of ritual activity. 
Such assemblages can enrich and inform our speculation about the cosmological 
dimensions of prehistoric worlds, and the rituality of such “special” places. 
Most societies that earn the title of “semi-complex” or “complex” generally have 
distinctive cultural markers in artistic or architectural form associated with ritual-
religious-ceremonial activities and identities. Temples, shrines, altars, monuments 
and burials are the very stuff of this evidence, often containing concentrations of 
revealing evidence marked by sacrificial and feasting materials, and a redundancy 
of symbols (Renfrew 1985). 
The investigation of Ritual Failure – the subject of this paper, as an archaeological 
concept necessarily implies that evidence in these artefactual and structural forms 
combined with other, potentially compelling archaeological evidence, supports the 
interpretation of the rejection or abandonment of a ritual tradition, an ideology or 
a ritual site. As we shall see below, reliable interpretation of archaeological evidence 
always remains problematic and open, and relies heavily on equally reliable 
excavated and recorded material – something that is more often than not, lacking 
in older, traditional archaeological work.
The great semi-literate and literate civilisations – the early states of Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, Maya and others not only developed highly recognisable art and 
architecture in association with complex ritual and religion, but also recorded 
their ideology through texts of various sorts. These texts often indicate how 
central the ritualised activities were in maintaining equally complex social and 
economic systems, together with ideological power that transcended all aspects 
of life. Frequently, the texts refer to centralised moral and ritual authority, to the 
supernatural, to the role of leaders and their legitimisation. Indeed, leaders, and the 
ceremonial ritual and religion that legitimised them are intimately bound up with 
a complex code of symbols and ideology (Earle 1991, 6-10). Scholarly knowledge 
of these literate “civilisations” presents a wealth of historical detail regarding their 
emergence, florescence and decline or collapse. In turn, this knowledge has been 
subjected to an evolution of theoretical thinking, most notably neo-evolutionary 
approaches (see Yoffee 2005) focused on the rise, florescence, fall and collapse of 
“civilisation”. Neo-evolutionary thinking continues to characterise much recent 
discussion (Toynbee 1933-54; Bennett and Tumin 1949; Service and Sahlins 1960; 
Tainter 1988, 22-38). 
Less explicitly hierarchical non-state societies such as prehistoric Malta in the 
IVth and IIIrd millennia BC or Chaco Canyon at the end of the first millennium 
AD, and indeed pretty well all prehistoric societies produced no written texts to 
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inform us about their belief or socio-political systems. Instead, archaeological 
evidence and data from the natural sciences must suffice. The emergence, 
florescence and decline or collapse of these less hierarchical societies is rarely a 
point of discussion in archaeological research, given that the remoteness of time 
or otherness of culture tend to restrict discussion. The fragile remnants preserved 
in monuments and their stratigraphy usually reveal the final moments of such a 
society’s existence, documenting the evidence of collapse or failure of a system 
rather than its beginnings. This emphasis on the final moments may provide a 
connection with the broader body of theory on collapse in more hierarchical 
societies. 
For Elman Service, whose work epitomises the Neo-Evolutionary approach to 
social-cultural collapse studies, the “Law of Evolutionary Potential” 1960) and 
his subsequent 1975 study of “State and Civilisation” describe how a society 
may manage change by internally developed adaptation to a specific situation or 
environment (Service 1975, 321). Once that society however, ceases to adapt to 
ongoing change or threat, and becomes statically specialised and “over-adapted” 
and rigid (Yoffee 2005, 134), then collapse or failure of some kind becomes almost 
inevitable in the face of competition. Invariably, anthropological studies perceive 
such collapse as institutional in nature, affecting certain elements, rather than 
the whole social system. Archaeological approaches require physical evidence that 
imply collapse – evidence that may well be difficult to identify or interpret.
One recurring factor cited for the collapse of a society suggests that it is unable 
to adapt to diminishing returns from the environment, with population levels 
exceeding the ability of technology or nature to produce sufficient to sustain the 
expected standard of living or population levels. In addition, Tainter lists the 
following as significant factors in the collapse in complex societies (Tainter 1988, 
42): the depletion of resources, catastrophes, economic and/or environmental 
change, invasions and influence from other societies, conflict, social breakdown 
and “mystical factors”. The latter two reasons for collapse have been particularly 
popular and have seen extensive discussion over the decades (Tainter 1988,72) 
in spite of the difficulty of tying down such moralising notions in archaeological 
evidence. However, the ideas of virtue, decadence, biological growth and decay, 
progress or the wrath of the gods, amongst several notions, persist and have been 
applied to debates on social development and social change, regardless that they fail 
to deal with tangible evidence. In neo-evolutionary models of collapse, as discussed 
by Tainter 1988), “Ritual Collapse” or ritual failure is seen as only one component 
of the structural decline of a complex social organisation. Ritual as evidenced 
through the medium of monuments, symbols, ceremonies, religious practice 
and action may often signal the effectiveness of the “institutional” power in a 
society, capable of mobilising labour and investing resources in expensive and non-
productive activity. In many senses though, the shared actions and beliefs displayed 
through ritual, when formalised through institutions such as temples, churches 
or sects and their extrovert ceremonial, often form the glue that holds otherwise 
disparate groups and interests together. Ritual plays a vital role – demonstrating 
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the cohesiveness of shared values and identities, binding different levels of society 
together and mediating through times of hardship and stress.
Failing societies may additionally exhibit decline in economic life, and 
sometimes they appear to go to extreme measures to expand productivity, rather 
than to regulate themselves in response to diminishing resources. Sometimes, a 
society becomes disenchanted with the organisation that demands excess effort to 
maintain the status quo (Tainter 1988; Edgerton 1992, 170-78), resulting in various 
maladaptations, revolt and self-destructive behaviours. One extreme response 
(suggested from numerous archaeological examples) takes the form of hyperactive 
ritual activity and renewed episodes of monument building. Such activity signals 
unprecedented investment in the spiritual and religious dimension, presumably 
in an attempt to persuade ”the numinous” power to deal with the problem of 
falling returns, intense social change, or as Rappaport calls it “disruption of the 
cybernetics of holiness” (Rappaport 1999, 448). As noted at the beginning of this 
section, archaeology has by accident or intent, often focused on the structures and 
paraphernalia of ritual activity, the monumental remnants that once embodied 
religious belief, the arenas of ritual practice, and their material furnishings. Often 
it is the smashed remnants and rubbish of these activities that provide the narrative 
interpretation of a failed civilisation or a failed ritual tradition, and archaeology 
is often best placed to identify the hints of failure, decline and collapse. Bones, 
burials, burning and destruction might seem obvious components, but so too 
would be enlargement embellishment and decoration of existing facilities together 
with symbolic deposits and a lot of rubbish associated with sacrifice and offering. 
Perhaps, to explore archaeologically Service’s proposal noted above – we can identify 
when a society became overly structured, rigid and hierarchical through analysis of 
ritual spaces and facilities. Restricted access and exclusivity to monuments could 
signal when ritual ceased to be a social activity and become a performance by the 
controlling elite. To cite Tainter 1988) control over belief, action and economic 
investment is time-limited and eventually fails.
Islands in prehistory – an unlikely scenario for the classic 
models of civilisation collapse
Islands provide a usefully closed context within which to examine the emergence, 
rise, decline and collapse of a social system. Island cultures can be viewed as 
laboratories of culture change, to cite Evans 1973; 1977), and their response to 
internal and external conditions potentially identified from archaeological evidence 
Indeed, their isolation, specificity and vulnerability make them excellent subjects 
to examine themes such as collapse and change, due to natural and man-induced 
perturbations. At the same time, island cultures have a tendency to develop 
extreme characteristics, as reported on numerous islands, such as Rapa Nui (Hunt 
et al. 2010), Marquesas (Kirch 1991) and across the Mediterranean. Repeated 
examples of very large monuments, innovative material culture, hoarding and food 
management, redistribution mechanisms and dense populations seem typical of 
several traditional island cultures, from Minoan Crete and many of the Cycladic-
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Aegean islands Hawaii, Iron Age Britain and Ireland. Malta’s extraordinary later 
Neolithic temple culture may be an extreme example of what is perhaps a predictable 
island-focused trend – the development of a compelling ideology combined with 
elaborate ritual that involved monumental constructions, feasting and food. 
Malta exhibits similar characteristics of the rise and fall of a ritualised social 
system. Malta and Gozo were first colonised and settled around 5000 BC, 
almost certainly from the island of Sicily, which in turn had been influenced by 
the cultures of southern Italy. For at least a millennium, the fully agricultural 
settlers maintained close cultural ties with Sicily – sharing economic strategies, 
pottery styles, building styles and basic raw materials sourced from similar places 
(Malone 2003; Leighton 1999; Trump 2002). From c.4000-3600 BC divergence 
between Malta and Sicily-southern Italy is evident in the increasingly formalised 
ritual of subterranean rock cut tombs and burial caves. From the end of the fifth 
millennium BC, the Maltese Zebbuġ phase represented an increasingly distinctive 
island identity asserted through distinct pottery and architectural structures which 
morphed from multi-chambered subterranean rock cut tombs (Xemxija) to ground 
level simple oval-lobed stone-built structures (Mġarr), and began an evolution 
of ritual buildings. By c.3600-3200 BC the construction of massive stone slab/
rubble walls and elaborate lobed floor plan of the Gġantija phase signals the full 
development of the megalithic temple of Malta. Over time structures became ever 
more complex, with a central corridor leading from a single entrance set within an 
impressive convex façade. The earliest buildings were two and three lobed (Trump 
2002) (Figure 9) (Kordin III has two-lobed, and Skorba, Mnajdra and Ta Haġrat 
have three-lobed structures). Ġgantija’s great west temple comprised 5 lobes, 
and later on, further elaboration at Haġar Qim saw multiple temple structures 
incorporated together within a single surrounding outer wall. Continuity in burial 
practice elaborated the distinction between the zone of the dead in subterranean 
structures, and the zone of the living in the temples on the ground surface. 
In the centuries after c.3200 there appears to have been a flurry of ever 
more elaborate and extravagant monument building, adding larger apses, grand 
forecourts, corbelled roofs, carved panels, plastered and paved floors and many 
addition elements. These took the form of altars, hidden rooms, carved figures, 
stone bowls, painted decoration and libation holes and fire pits. With large 
forecourts, impressive entrances and hidden interiors the temple layout formed 
a stage for drama and performance. The potential for actors or ritual specialists 
to emerge from side areas or hidden rooms to perform to an assembled audience 
adds to the mystique implied by the carefully designed ritual spaces (Anderson and 
Stoddart 2007). In parallel with the temple development, but with origins in the 
earlier rock cut tombs are the multi-spaced subterranean burial sites or hypogea, 
known from Hal Saflieni and the Brochtorff-Xaghra circle. Collective inhumation 
burial characterised the temple culture, but whilst hundreds, even thousands of 
burials were gathered in one place, separation of these spaces into compartments, 
chambers and pits enabled some distinction between one group of people and 
another. Architectural elaboration of these burial places echoed the built temples 
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through elements of structural layout, megalithic elements, decoration and 
formality (Malone 2007). 
Distinctive sculpture and decoration developed to embellish the temples. This 
comprised carved, pecked and drilled stone surfaces placed in significant areas of 
the temple interiors. Decorated panels of curvilinear patterns suggestive of vine- 
scroll-wave forms and figurative images of fish or domestic animals enhanced the 
compartmentalised interior spaces. Tactile as well as visually arresting, these panels 
enclosed visually central zones focused on fire pits, sacrifices and offerings, often 
visible from the main entrance and corridor of the temples. The panels seem to 
have been matched by figurative sculpture, perhaps placed together with objects or 
offerings on special shelves and altars. The possibility that these unusual buildings 
were intended for normal domestic, agricultural or industrial use is remote, given 
the intense focus on pattern, imagery and investment, and the repetition of form 
and decoration. Instead, the possibility that the buildings functioned as some 
type of ritual centre for feasting and food redistribution is supported by the large 
quantities of animal remains, burnt deposits and hundreds of ceramic offering 
bowls recovered. Elaboration of existing temples took place over at least half a 
millennium, with enlargements, such as at Tarxien where two individual lobed 
buildings (south and west temples) were combined by the insertion of an additional 
(central) temple to form a series of interconnected spaces (Cilia 2004, 52-62). At 
Hagar Qim, a complex arrangement of separate but adjacent buildings was enclosed 
by an outer wall and interlinked by corridors. The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum likewise 
was expanded, but downwards into the rock to form two additional levels beneath a 
larger upper burial area that connected the ground surface with burial cavities. The 
Brochtorff Xaghra Circle burial site also saw structural enlargement, modification, 
embellishment and destruction in its subterranean burial cave-hypogeum. This 
pattern of expansion, paired with new absolute dates, offers important insights 
into the final centuries and decades of the temple culture and its society (Malone 
et al., 2009). The millennia of ritual and temple evolution reached a climax of 
decorative extravagance around 2700-2500 BC, before the structures (and perhaps 
the ideological tradition they encapsulated) were abandoned (Trump 1976). In 
several instances, the temple sites were reoccupied centuries later, in the Bronze 
Age or as revealed by current Italian excavation at Tas Silġ, buried beneath a 
Phoenician ritual complex. 
Dating the megalithic stone structures remains problematic, given the lack of 
surviving stratigraphy or recent scientific excavation, but deposits below the floors 
of some buildings (Cilia 2004; Trump 2002) indicate prehistoric expansion and 
elaboration in places that had long sequences of occupation. Malta’s prehistoric 
architectural distinctiveness was unparalleled in neighbouring areas of the central 
or western Mediterranean region, and much has been written about its cultural 
complexity and the type of society that engendered monumental building on such 
a scale (see for example Evans 1971; Malone et al., 2009; Renfrew 1973; Trump 
2002). Given the ruinous state of all the prehistoric sites, the identification of 
deliberate destruction or abandonment is contentious. At Brochtorff Circle and 
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Tarxien temple there are definite traces of destruction, removal, iconoclasm and 
desertion that confirm some type of ritual failure in prehistoric Malta.
The total land surface of the Maltese islands covers barely 315 square kilometres. 
The landscape, once tree covered and endowed with deeper soils than today, was 
always a dry, rocky limestone place, without perennial streams or bodies of fresh 
water, and limited aquifers and clays to retain humidity. Some valleys maintain 
relatively high soil fertility and moisture, but much of the small land area of the 
Maltese islands was, and remains, a challenging landscape for productive agriculture, 
with steep slopes and cliffs, rocky outcrops and clay badlands. In comparison to 
early Malta, most European Neolithic societies existed within relatively extensive 
landscapes, where boundaries were mainly marked by physical obstructions such as 
uplands or rivers, heavy soils, thick forests and perhaps the presence of aggressive 
neighbours. Technology, population levels, soil fertility, distance, seasonality and 
local resources in such situations would have been the controlling elements that 
determined population carrying capacity in a given zone. Within a restricted island 
environment, where the nearest human neighbours in Sicily were a perilous 80 
kilometres across the unpredictable Mediterranean Sea, the economic picture 
for early Malta looks considerably more difficult than for comparable Neolithic 
communities within mainland landscapes. 
Current environmental research on the ancient landscape of Malta remains 
unclear and more work is needed to understand the details of fluctuations 
in humidity and climate that may have affected the region during the period 
considered in this paper. Pollen data retrieved from a deep core taken from Marsa 
(Carroll al 2004) suggest that much of the Maltese landscape was cleared of its 
vegetation from the first settlement, and that by the Bronze Age in the second 
millennium BC, the native tree cover and vegetation was much as we find it today. 
Heavy autumn rain then, as now, can have a devastating effect on soil stability, 
washing topsoil from slopes into valleys or the sea. Terrace systems were developed, 
possibly as early as the second millennium BC and certainly in later prehistoric and 
Phoenician times, as a means to retain the precious soil that is the fundamental 
resource of a settled economic existence on a small island archipelago. Such soil 
management techniques or forward planning were absent in Neolithic Malta, and it 
may be that early farming and extensive clearance of the native vegetation wrought 
immense damage over a relatively short period of time on a landscapes that always 
would have been marginal because of its restricted size and fragile ecosystem. Of 
the farming in the Neolithic, we know that the first settlers and their successors 
employed the typical mixed agriculture of the region (Trump 2002). Cattle, sheep-
goat, a few pigs, wheat, barley and probably pulses such as peas and beans made 
up the diet, although proportions and sub-species remain poorly known. Sheep-
goat remains form the majority of the bone in samples from sites excavated in the 
twentieth century. These creatures are illustrated, together with images of cattle 
and pigs in friezes and carvings at Tarxien, and as incised designs or modelled 
handles on contemporary ceramic vessels. From the density of monuments and 
archaeological activity across the Maltese landscape, it is assumed that a large 
population was supported in the late Neolithic temple period. But what was the 
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Figure 10. Animals and Feasts: images from Tarxien and Buġgiba, showing friezes, altars and bowl. 
1 & 2: Animal friezes from South Temple, Tarxien. Male sheep, pig, goat. 3: Female sheep.  
4&5: Frieze showing fish from destroyed temple at Buġgiba. 6: Arichitectural Altar in South Temple, 
Tarxien, with curvilinear relief decoration and semi-circular panel below, enclosing flint knives and 
animal remains on discovery by Zammit. 7: Restored large stone bowl in Tarxien.
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human carrying capacity for Malta in the later Neolithic? We can only speculate 
on the prehistoric population density, given the inconclusive and scant traces of 
houses beneath temples or fragmentary structures (Malone et al. 2009b, 41-52). If 
the population density was as much as 30 people per square kilometre 100 ha, or 
247 acres, which seems a plausible level for intensive mixed farming in southern 
Europe, then the population could have reached 10,000 people at certain times. 
Periods of climatic instability affecting levels of rainfall and ground-water could 
well have had drastic impact on a dense and economically isolated population 
dependent on crops and grazing animals.
Analysis of the extensive human bone sample (220,000 fragments) indicates 
possible dietary and physical stress during the temple period, in comparison to earlier 
Zebbug phases (Stoddart et al. 2009, 325-30). Stable Isotope determinations from 
a small AMS dated sample of the human bone from the Brochtorff-Xaghra Circle 
on Gozo (Stoddart et al. 2009, 335-40) suggest that the human diet was largely 
terrestrially sourced, and possibly cereal rather than meat-based, in the final stages 
of that site’s use. Marine foods seem, like so many other Neolithic populations, to 
have been insignificant in the Maltese diet, in spite of a surrounding sea rich in 
seafood. This sample – which is far from complete or conclusive, appears to show 
that animal protein was in short supply (c.2600-2400- BC). This final Tarxien 
phase conversely celebrated animals, as evidenced by decoration of spaces with 
zoomorphic friezes, carvings, models and altars devoted to their slaughter and 
the disposal of bone within altars (Figure 10) further testifies to this. Perhaps 
animals figured large in dietary aspiration during this late temple period for the 
reason that they had become rare and especially valued. Why, when mixed farming 
was apparently a well established economy for early Malta, would stock animals 
become scarce?
The pollen sequence from Marsa (see above) might be one place to seek an 
interim answer to the problem of what happened to the agricultural base of late 
Neolithic Malta. The temple culture period is represented by slight, but distinct 
fluctuations in plant types, sometimes indicating cereals and grasses and at others, 
a proliferation of weeds (Hunt pers comm.) suggesting perhaps that grazing land 
is given over to more intensive cultivation of cereals and other plant foods (Figure 
11). The weeds could indicate cultivation replaced grassland, perhaps because of 
overstocking or drought. This in turn could imply that the support of domestic 
animals may have been severely compromised if humans and stock were competing 
over a landscape affected by inadequate rainfall and water. Food supplies would soon 
fall and result in short-term economic pressure or even failure. Over the period of 
several years, such failure might spell catastrophe for an island culture and its very 
specific ritual system, based around an equally particular system of production in 
a restricted and physically isolated environment. Might the environment and the 
economy based on it, be one part of the story of ritual failure that is encountered 
in the wider culture of prehistoric Malta?
Some authors have suggested that the island nature of Neolithic Malta was 
more a state of mind (reviewed in Malone and Stoddart 2004) than a physical 
reality. We argue that the 80km were indeed significant, particularly for the supply 
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of foodstuffs. Crossing the 80km in a small, unmasted rowing boat involved 
unpredictability and risk that perhaps only the skilled would attempt on a regular 
basis. It is worth suggesting that knowledge and skill in ritual ran alongside 
knowledge and skill in marine travel. Interaction is difficult to assess, given the 
similar geology of south eastern Sicily to Malta, and even more difficult to date, 
given the potential for curation and residuality, but imports of exotic materials 
were relatively limited. Obsidian principally comprised small flakes and blades, 
which declined in quantity in the Tarxien period (Vella 2008, Charts 1-2; Trump 
et al. 2009, 251-252). Struck stone was substantially made up of local chert. 
Exotic greenstones were reduced and sacralised (often perforated for stringing 
on necklaces). Ochre from prehistoric deposits, originally considered an import, 
has been shown recently to be equally available from the Maltese island system 
(Attard-Montalto et al., in press). Imported pottery was very rare. All this evidence 
suggests that a substantial preoccupation with intra- rather than extra- island 
activity, setting the scene for the scenario we have outlined.
Structures, objects and archaeology
Whilst the interior spaces of the Maltese temples were focused on altars and 
hidden places that formalised a particular type of ceremonial activity, the buildings 
themselves looked out over a wider landscape and were orientated towards views of 
importance. In the case of Mnajdra this was the sunrise at the solstice, but at other 
sites orientation may have been certain constellations or solar-lunar movements, 
ancestral places in the heavens or the outer world of interaction. Internal 
installations such as altars and benches for sacrifice, offerings and participation 
were matched by facilities for cooking, burning, washing and storage. Hidden 
rooms that contained shelved niches for storage of goods and treasures were set 
deep within the buildings, covered by corbelled roofs, accessed through “porthole” 
doors and sealed with stone panels. Secrecy and control was a fundamental part of 
the practice of ritual, indicating perhaps paranoia towards egalitarian ceremony. 
Entry for the privileged members of the community required procession over 
marked thresholds into restricted, perhaps dark interior space. At every stage of 
that procession, offerings could be made into libation holes on thresholds and 
at entrances, on altars and benches set along the main corridor, and in ever more 
hidden compartments inside the building, passing through barred doors at each 
stage, moving up through a hierarchy of controlled access (Anderson and Stoddart 
2007). 
The large temple forecourts seem to have been remodelled and enlarged (as 
at Ggantija), with entrance thresholds made ever more grandiose, formal and 
restricted. They presented stage-like settings for a contrived ritual performance 
that implies careful management and manipulation of the action. Such a level of 
sophistication and audience control has encouraged scholars to suggest Maltese 
society was hierarchically structured (Renfrew 1973; Zammit 1930), perhaps 
ritually managed by priests or ritual specialists. Much has been written about the 
arrangement of the temples (see Malone 2007; Malone et al. forthcoming; Trump 
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2002, Cilia 2004) and their possible functions. The structures may have housed 
ritual specialists (?priests or chiefs), their paraphernalia and perhaps tribute in the 
form of food offerings. It is tempting to see the temples as ritualised storage centres 
for theatrical sacrifice, feasting and food redistribution, where the local population 
would have gathered at certain times in the forecourt to observe the rituals and 
be fed by the hand of the controlling elite. However, more than food was on offer 
in these temple buildings. The imagery, theatre and privilege presumably granted 
to certain members of the community to enter inside the temple buildings and 
participate, might have added to the attraction and excitement of what must have 
been regular, cyclical events.
Ritual paraphernalia and interpretation of ritual failure
The semi-realistic statuettes and small figurines associated with the temple culture 
provide compelling visual aids in our exploration of the ritual world of early Malta. 
The human, animal and imagined figures may represent mythological characters 
from a cosmology that underpinned the temple culture, and may inform on social 
concerns. The anthropomorphic figures range from unclothed to semi-dressed, they 
include naturalistic to extreme monstrous images, and some figures stand whilst 
others are seated/squatting. Animal images range from terrestrial domestic creatures 
to birds and subterranean cold-blooded reptiles-fish, implying perhaps, a layered 
world perhaps of different animal spirits. Large standing and skirted statuettes 
might imply authority figures, wearing symbols of authority such as headdresses, 
belts, necklaces and elaborate hair styles, and these details might suggest priestly 
or chiefly status. In contrast, obese and usually small seated/squatting figures 
imply a world of ample food and leisure, assembled to represent ideal conditions, 
perhaps of gods, ancestors or spirits. The larger of these figures are portrayed 
with skirts, and had removable heads that were operated like puppets with strings 
(Figure 12). Such “dynamic” puppets may have been important components of 
ritual theatre in the temple spaces, on visible ledges for the reception of offerings, 
or in hidden rooms where “oracle holes” were used to impart special knowledge 
(Malone 2007; Barrowclough 2007). These statuettes were manipulated by an 
operator (a ritual specialist?), perhaps to provide predictions, to divine omens or 
for symbolic display to enact myths. The interchangeable heads perhaps portrayed 
different characters or symbolised components of the cosmology. Whatever the 
statuettes represented to the ancient Maltese, there is no doubt that they signalled 
powerful values and knowledge. Where records survive, they have been found 
hidden deep in temples, inserted into foundations, buried with human remains 
or placed in special prominent locations which give a graphic insight into parts of 
the ancient cosmological system of Neolithic Malta. The role and significance of 
these anthropomorphic images remains a topic of heated discussion and ongoing 
debate (Malone 2008; Vella Gregory 2005; Gimbutas 1982; 1991, Gimbutas and 
Dexter 1999).
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Figure 12. Large figurines from Hagar Qim temple, showing moving head mechanism.
1: Large stone figure from Haġar Qim temple, front view. 2, 3 & 4: Details of string 
holes and moveable head socket arrangement.
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The archaeological location of the statuettes may provide some understanding 
of their role. The findspots vary from intentional niches, pits, graves and other 
stores to rubbish heaps. From the scant information of old excavations, it seems 
some images retained special power and were carefully buried (for example, the 
seven large stone figures from Haġar Qim), whilst other were casually thrown away 
in rubbish. Two fragile modelled terracotta standing skirted figures were retrieved 
from recesses at Tarxien (Figure 13). Certain authority figurines were intentionally 
broken into pieces or defaced. One life-size example built into the south temple 
of Tarxien was destroyed (ostensibly through agricultural activity) from the waist 
up, with only plinth, legs and skirted buttocks surviving (Figure 13). A recently 
discovered high relief figure was found buried under later construction at Tas Silg 
(Vella 1999). It represented a similar skirted figure on a plinth. In this case, the 
surface was badly damaged and probably intentionally defaced by a frenzied attack 
on the features of the image (Figure 14). Intentional iconoclasm of large authority 
figures also seems to be a strong likelihood in the case of a prestigious figure 
found scattered across the burial deposits of the Brochtorff Xaghra Circle on Gozo 
(Malone et al. 2009c, 283-89). The very finely carved stone figure stood about 60-
70 cm high, and represented a skirted obese individual, with arms crossed, the legs 
rising from an oblong base, following the canon for the figures described above. 
The surface had been painted in yellow ochre, carefully smoothed, polished and 
decorated with fine drilled dots. The statuette had been smashed into more than 
thirty fragments and spread across and crushed into the burials in a pattern that 
could not have occurred naturally, and far beyond the place of breakage (Figure 14) 
suggesting pieces were intentionally thrown into various burial compartments. 
Importantly, the burial site seems to have been abandoned at the same time 
as the vandalism, and perhaps the broken fragments represent an act of closure. 
This apparently ritual closure was followed by the physical collapse of the cave 
roof, which in spite of large stone props placed to support the thin cave roof, fell 
in and closed the caves to further access. The stone structures (shelves, interior 
walls) of the easternmost cave had already been partially dismantled and the 
burials left buried in falling debris (Stoddart et al. 2009, 195), abandoned along 
with remainder of the burial caves. The temple complexes across Malta and Gozo, 
likewise, seem to have suffered a variety of destructive collapse, of stone removal, of 
reuse, and of abandonment over time. The chronology implied from recent AMS 
dates from Gozo suggests that burial activity ceased along with structural collapse 
and abandonment after 2450 BC. The archaeological sequence remains mute on 
what happened next. Whether the decline and abandonment of the temple culture 
was slow or rapid is unclear, and evidence is lacking on any human activity on 
Malta until sometime after 2000 BC when a Bronze Age society was settled on 
the islands. The Tarxien Cemetery levels discovered by Zammit 1930) imply a 
very different cultural ideology expressed through cremation burial rites together 
with metals and pottery of very different tradition. An entirely different sensuality 
(Malone and Stoddart 2009, 376-380) and new social context focused on the 
individual rather than the community (Stoddart and Malone 2008, 26). Currently 
78 ritual failure
Terracotta skirted figure from Tarxien:
dissembled parts and former 
reconstruction.
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
in the National Museum of Archaeology, Malta, 97cm hig.
c.60cm high
?????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????
Original statue fragment in National 
Museum of Archaeology, Malta 
and scale drawing.
0.5m
Terracotta skirted figure from Tarxien:
dissembled parts and former 
reconstruction.
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
in the National Museum of Archaeology, Malta, 97cm hig.
c.60cm high
?????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????
Original statue fragment in National 
Museum of Archaeology, Malta 
and scale drawing.
0.5m
Terracotta skirted figure from Tarxien:
dissembled parts and former 
r construction.
???????????? ???????????????????????? ????????????????????
in the National se  f rchaeology, Malta, 97cm hig.
c.60cm high
?????????????????????????????????
?? ? ? ? ??? ? ? ???? ? ? ?????
Original statue fragment in National 
Museum of Archaeology, Malta 
and scale drawing.
0.5m
Terracotta skirted figure from Tarxien:
dissembled parts and for er 
reconstruction.
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
in the National Museum of Archaeology, Malta, 97cm hig.
c.60cm high
?????????????????????????????????
????????????????????? ??????? ???????????
Original statue fragment in National 
Museum of Archaeology, Malta 
and scale drawing.
0.5m
1 2
3
Figure 13. Standing and skirted figures from Tarxien and Tas Silġ, showing vandalism.
1 & 2: Vandalised remains of stone statue from Tas Silġ — original in the National Museum 
of Archaeology, Malta, 97cm high. 3 & 4: Terracotta skirted figure from Tarxien: dissembled 
parts and former reconstruction. 5: c. 60cm high. 6: Life-sized stone statue at Tarxien 
(replica) in-situ in Tarxien South Temple. 7: Original statue fragment in National Museum of 
Archaeology, Malta and scale drawing.
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no archaeological sequence with dated remains has been identified to testify to any 
occupation at all on Malta for the intervening centuries. 
If we accept the criteria suggested by Tainter, the failure of one component 
within a social-economic-ritual system seems unlikely to have precipitated so 
complete a decline that it resulted in abandonment of the islands, or a decline 
in cultural life that no recognisable occupation evidence formed. The role of 
the environment is often treated with caution by archaeologists, aware that over 
reliance on such determinism is unacceptable, but Malta may be one case where 
the environment may have been a major determining element and have influenced 
the development of the unusual ritual organisation. Myths and gods (such as 
Egyptian Ra and Osiris) from ancient Egypt, and others from Mesopotamia, 
India and China expose deeply felt concerns about the climate, the environment 
and the uncertainty of economic success or even survival. Such concerns were 
often formalised into elaborate seasonal ritual and ceremonial that symbolised 
death and rebirth in particular. In Chinese Han myth the uncertainties of rain, 
drought and the dangers of climate change were incorporated into cosmology, and 
articulated as notions of pendulum-like yin-yang dualism or a rotating sequence of 
elements (Hsu 2000, 212). More than likely, prehistoric people on Malta similarly 
referenced a mythology that engaged their concerns of seasonal change, perhaps 
expressed in some of the snake, lizard, fish and bird images that celebrated the 
mass migration of birds in spring, the survival of reptiles in drought or the shoals 
of fish in early autumn. The symbolic use and ritual manipulation by the temple 
elite of the elements water and fire, of colour, of mythological figures, may have 
made demands for offerings such as food and gifts, much as relics of Medieval 
saints were employed to demand alms from pilgrims. 
Figure 14. Distribution of broken figure fragments from Brochtorff Circle, Xaghra, Gozo and 
reconstruction of figure. 1: Reconstruction. 2: Brochtorff Circle, Xaghra, Gozo, excavation
plan showing distribution of large figure fragments, within marked red circle. 3: Drawing and 
photographs of selected fragments of large stone figure, Gozo.
1 2
3
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There are parallels between the archaeological characteristics of the Maltese 
islands and the ethnography of the Polynesian Marquesa islands. There, hereditary 
chiefs had both ritual and economic power wrested from them by “inspirational” 
priests (tau’a) (Kirch1991, 121) who induced an inversion of the established social 
order. In the Marquesas the priests cared for the remains of the dead, controlled 
ceremonials “and learning and giving utterance to the will of god” (Handy quoted 
by Kirch 1991, 125). Drought and ecological pressure had significant impact on 
the local subsistence, but elite storage by chiefs ensured such groups survived when 
others perished through famine. These elites also had control of the means of 
production, of fishing, land, storage and labour, and a yearly cycle of rituals that 
assured good harvests, and provided the priest-chief ’s source of power. Feasting 
too played a significant and competitive role in the society, reflected in settlement, 
monuments, warfare and cults. Distanced by geography and millennia, this 
comparative example can only suggest ideas for understanding Malta. However, 
the relatively rapid escalation in temple enlargement and elaboration that occurred 
in the late stages of the temple culture surely implies a change in social hierarchy, 
where power over ritual, subsistence and labour was increasingly in the hands of 
ritual specialists. Coupled with control of ceremonial and ritual, these elites may 
have controlled access to the burial sites of ancestors and spirits, adding power 
to their role. The architecture asserts notions of power and control, whilst the 
archaeological evidence suggests a populous and stressed environment, where 
overproduction and exploitation was reflected in poor diet, failed crops and 
grazing land and weed growth, coupled with extravagant feasting rubbish. Sooner 
or later the system ceased to be seductive or believable. Perhaps the priest-chiefs 
in their skirted finery were toppled, just as the statues were destroyed. Scattered 
in pieces over the remains of ancestors, perhaps the smashed Brochtorff statuette 
showed how a society rejected its spiritual masters. The closure of the burial sites 
and the rejection of those ancestral places might also imply that the population 
no longer felt their ancestors had influence over economic productivity. If the 
stable isotope readings are reinforced by yet more samples, indicating a marked 
economic downturn in the middle of the IIIrd millennium BC, these may, in turn, 
confirm indications from the environmental pollen data that a combination of 
social, economic, technological and environmental conditions led to the collapse 
of the temple culture and the ritual failure that this demise implies. The rise and 
fall of prehistoric Malta were characterised by ideology supported by an intra-
island economy rather than the economics vested in portable wealth and cross 
Mediterranean connectivity which permeated the Bronze Age that followed.
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